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Compare the wavs that Toibin. and Williams portray societies that constrict women. 

“Brooklyn ”, by Colm Toibin and Tennessee Williams’ “A Streetcar Named Desire” are both 
literary pieces of work published in different periods of time, but revolve around a similar 
era, the 1950s. Therefore, the way both writers portray women and the societal norms 
conveyed at the time, in both pieces of work, differ. In Brooklyn, Eilis Lacey is a 
working-class immigrant who escapes the narrowness and limited opportunities of her 
hometown in Ireland and breaks the barriers of society, imposed on her, in order to build a 
successful future for herself as an independent woman. However Eilis is such a protagonist 
whose growth is limited to only certain angles of her personality. She is restricted from 
achieving full independence by her continued fear of risk and breaking societal rules. In 
contrast, ‘A Streetcar Named Desire ’, centralises on the struggles women face in order to be 
accepted by society. Though, Blanche Dubois, the main female protagonist in the play, 
almost challenges the gender roles of the time through the use of her sexual affairs and the 
manipulation of her tragic story of her past in order to gain power over the Kowalski’s home, 
she is still overpowered by male dominance. Her tragic mistake of trying to overcome the 
societal limitations such as the developing power of the new immigrant society, in which she 
refuses to let go of her past as an aristocrat is what leads her to her eventual rape in the near 
end of the play. 

In the play A Streetcar Named Desire, ’ Williams portrays women as feeble, weak and 
inferior, who are bound to their autocrats, that take upon the title of “husband” in their 
marriages, due to their economical, social and physical needs, hence are constricted within 
the walls of their household. This ideology is influenced by Tennessee Williams's own 
societal norms at the the time when the play was written and published. Williams plays, 
imparts social commentaries on various issues such as society, class and gender roles 
however these topics, despite their universality, they were still predominantly found in the 
time period of the late 1940s and the 1950s. ‘This era was a time of several pivotal changes 
which caused some alterations in American prosperity at the time, such as after WWII, 
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America experienced a period of extreme, economic growth and huge waves of immigration. 
Though WWII may have been a period of difficulties, it also made some members of society 
namely women, realize the level and extent of their abilities. Women took over men’s jobs in 
order to accomodate and help the war effort and also to become the support of the working 
industry. However after the war was over, men returned home and society expected women 
to step aside and resume their role as housewives. In other words, this was an era in which 
gender roles were strictly defined by the opinions of society. Women were the fragile, 
valuable objects of households who had the purpose of becoming the means of their 
husband’s pleasure. Their existence were confined to the private shadows of the home 
whereas men thrived in public, out in the open. 

Men were typically portrayed as breadwinners in the household therefore interpreted as 
leaders and dictators that overpower women in every aspect. Such is the ideology represented 
by Stanley Kowalski in the play “A StreetCar Named Desire ” in which " Every man is a 
king!" And I am the king around here, so don't forget it!. ” 2 3 This declarative statement 
conveys Stanley’s perspective of the status of males in a household - the “king'". The 
conversation ends with him “hurling’’ a cup and saucer and rhetorically questions, “you want 
me to clear your plates?’’’’ 7 ’ . The use of the verb “hurling’’ by Williams, creates a vivid image 
of Stanley’s brute strength, demonstrating his superiority and power over the inferior women, 
The rhetorical question “You want me to clear your plates? ” has the purpose of declaring or 
could be interpreted as a threat, suggesting how he can go to an extent of even hurting them. 
This could be interpreted in a different way in which through the rhetorical and sarcastic tone 
of the question “you want me, to clear, your plates?" is evidence of his condescending 
demeanor in which he mocks the two women, thus indicating that Blanche and Stella are too 
inferior as women for Stanley in terms of societal gender hierarchy to follow their command. 

In contrast, Brooklyn, through the characterisation of Eilis Lacey, Toibin however, attempts 
to break the constrictions that bound both female protagonists in the play through the 
development of Eilis as an independent woman in the novel “ Brooklyn Initially, Eilis 
Lacey is portrayed as a girl with no opinion, loyal to her family and respectful to her 
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traditional, irish roots. However, her migration to Brooklyn sculpts her into a self-standing 
woman who severed her past relationships she had back in Ireland and built new ones that 
become crucial for her happiness and progression in unknown territory. Many readers may 
find Eilis amoral and unprincipled due to her decision of not revealing her secret marriage 
with Tony to her family immediately, however Cohn Toibin does not intend to portray 
negative connotations of her transfonnation. He simply intends to highlight the monumental 
adjustments Eilis has made in order to portray her as a woman who has successfully broken 
the barriers society had constricted her in. Initially in the novel, Eilis’s character depicts her 
as a girl with no opinion and confidence, "Everything Eilis thought of saying was ridiculous 
and so she said nothing” , Eilis’s insecurities and timidness is evident, she lacks the 
confidence to voice her opinions that she constricted and suppressed within the walls of her 
mind. This ideology is a product of societal constriction in which the deterioration of 
confidence was prevalent in many young girls and were forced to believe their opinions were 
“ridiculous ” mainly for the reason of her being inferior in terms of their position in society. 
However as the novel progresses, the gradual growth of Eilis’ character as an independent 
women becomes evident, Eilis “seems more grown up and serious and in your American 
clothes, you look different. You have an air about you. " 4 In the near end of the novel, readers 
can explicitly notice and compare the dramatic changes Eilis has made with herself. Her 
migration to Brooklyn has catalysed her growth as an self-reliant woman in which she adapts 
to the cultural differences and atmosphere America brings to her. 5 

Despite the extensive development Eilis Lacey makes in terms of female independence, the 
nature of male dominance still flows through both literary pieces of work. In “A Streetcar 
Named Desire”, the relationship between Stanley and Stella Kowalski, is entirely based on 
carnal and bodily pleasures. Stanley acts towards Stella with a macho, primitive and 
dominant aggression which Stella is ironically attractive towards. Stella does nothing but 
complies with Stanley’s demands in order to keep her relationship going for the sake of her 
acceptance in society. She is unable to muster up courage to act towards Stanley’s heinous 
crime as she is subjected to the subconscious fear of the struggles she would have to face if 
she took such a step and thus forced her mind to reject Blanche’s claim and truth, “ she 
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couldn't believe her story and went on living with Stanley. ” 6 . As, J.MMcGIinn suggests; 
"Stella ignores the needs of others and eventually adopts her own illusion. Life with 
Stanley-sex and Stanley, is her highest value. Her refusal to accept Blanche's story of the 
rape is a commitment to self-preservation rather than love... " 7 Stella describes Blanche’s 
account of her rape as a “story ”, a noun which has connotations of falsehood, fictitious and 
fabrication. Stella chooses not to believe Blanche as she values her position as a married 
woman and knows that she will not be able to cope with the consequences and pressures of 
society if she separates with Stanley in the process of siding with Blanche. She acknowledges 
that the new, immigrant, heterogenous America that Stanley represents, overpowers the 
defunct social hierarchy and old aristocratic values Blanche represents, therefore it will be 
impossible for her to survive in the 1950s society, if, she clings on to her dying roots as an 
aristocrat with her sister. 

Similarly, in ‘ Brooklyn, ’ Eilis is seen to have lost some of her independence through the 
dominance of male relationships over her life. Eilis’s relationship with Tony, though has 
brought her independence, it is short lived. Eilis’s continued fear of risk, and breaking 
societal barriers, which is a product of her previous life as a timid young girl working under 
the authoritarian Miss Kelly, becomes her tragic flaw. As it is this, weakness, which Tony 
successfully manipulates, that results in the domination of him over her life. The burden of 
her sister’s death, Rose, and Eilis’s absence from her family that leaves her completely 
unguarded because she is unable to discuss her dilemma with them due to geographical 
distance, is shared by Tony in their relationship. Therefore, because of Tony’s insistence of 
giving their relationship and lawful label, that will entrap her with him, and the psychological 
pressures he imposes on Eilis because of this demand of an hasty marriage, despite the 
delicate and stressful situation she is in, Eilis develops a sense of obligation to take their 
relationship to another level, resulting in her intimate time with Tony. Tony successfully 
takes advantage of Eilis emotional quandary, as the shock of her sister’s death has left her 
unable to take well-thought out decisions for herself, hence, this stage of fragility, that Eilis is 
experiencing, allows Tony to easily manipulate her into a relationship deadlock. Ruth Scurr 
sees Eilis's dilemma as “the result of inherited social expectation, combined with bad luck 
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and failure of nerve 8 Eilis’ quest to seek independence and freedom which she partially 
acquires during her stay in Brooklyn, as Scurr has mentioned, Eilis is overshadowed by her 
past as a girl bound by societal obligations, thus when Eilis is again reminded of her family, 
and previous relationships, she automatically, by default, regresses back into her fonner state 
as a timid, voiceless, indecisive girl that leaves her unguarded for the psychological 
manipulation Tony carries out, leaving her constricted back into patriarchal command. 

During Eilis and Tony’s intimate time together, Eilis realises that she “could not control him 
[Tony] ” conveying the fact that she has acknowledged her loss of agency in their 
relationship. Furthennore, another example of when Eilis’s continued fear of risk and 
breaking societal convention which restricts her growing independence, is demonstrated 
when Eilis develops guilt during her time in Enniscorthy with Jim Farrell in the near end of 
the novel. “She wondered for a second [...] how she would feel if she learned that Tony had 
gone to Coney Island on a day like today with a friend and two young women ”. 9 10 Eilis knows 
that Tony will never go behind her back for anyone else and therefore concludes that she 
shouldn’t back out on her commitment that she has now made with Tony through their 
marriage, despite the fact “that she was sure that she did not love Tony now 10 Her guilt 
overcomes her wishes and desires, therefore symbolising the lack of control she has over her 
own life, Toibin depicts how she has fallen back into her formal state because of the 
patriarchal influence Tony has over her life and the legal obligation of marriage, a 
responsibility she has to carry out in her relationship. A responsibility that she can never run 
away nor break free from. She displays, through her decision to return back to Tony, 
regardless of her developing relationship with Jim Farrell in which her own satisfaction and 
contentment lies, how she can easily be manipulated and controlled by men whom she shares 
romantic desires and relationships with as is she depicted as adamant on the ideology that one 
must need a patriarchal shelter that she has attained through her marriage with Tony, in order 
to survive in society. 
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